A wit once remarked that the surest sign that a cultural trend is dead is that Newsweek has finally reported on it. It's scarcely possible these days to broach the topic of the zombie in pop culture without feeling something like a hapless Newsweek editor trying to meet a deadline. Once the exclusive province of B-movie connoisseurs and, rather more exotically, philosophers of mind, the zombie as a trope had no doubt jumped the shark long before Pride and Prejudice and Zombies had rocketed up the New York Times best-seller list. Of course, the theorization of the zombie has proceeded apace as well, even if it has yet to find its definitive critical articulation: to date, nothing comparable to Donna Haraway's work on the cyborg has appeared with respect to the zombie, even if some interesting work has been done in that vein.
1
Perhaps this is because the zombie has seemed to so many readers and film viewers an almost self-interpreting figure, an embarrassingly literal incarnation of the drive to cannibalize and consume that seems to reflect, perhaps a little too neatly, our own late capitalist moment.
2 But if the ubiquity of the zombie in popular culture suggests that the trend may be somehow exhausted, that's no problem either, since the whole point of the zombie is that you can't really kill something that's already dead in the first place.
At the risk of overkill, I do think there's something to be said for exploring the political and economic dimensions of the zombie trope, and certainly the moment appears to be ripe for doing so. After all, what better metaphor could we hope to encounter for our own current cultural epoch-one in which we feel ourselves now more than ever to be automatons of production and consumption-than the figure of the zombie? While one might regard the zombie as just one more competitor in an already crowded field of parahuman entities-alongside cyborgs, ghosts, vampires, and so on-there is reason to think that it may end up consuming or at least outliving all its posthuman predatory rivals, if only because of the increasingly salient material, political, and economic aspects of the zombie myth. As has been widely noted, the familiar figure of the pop-culture zombie can be traced back to the folk-magic practices of African slaves in Haiti, who imagined themselves conjuring up undead workers who could take their places carrying out backbreaking agricultural labor under the watchful eye and ready whip of their colonial overlords. 4 There is something discomfitingly familiar about this notion of zombie labor, if only because it taps into our suspicions about the economic forces that we sense everywhere around us. Indeed, despite the yawning chasm between the plantation culture that formed the backdrop of the Haitian revolution and our own late capitalist society, it is not hard to see how the folk-magic roots of the Haitian zombi could metamorphose into its current pop-culture avatar. In its evocation of mindless labor and mindless consumption, the zombie is a monster made to order for an age in which the myth of endless economic expansion is necessarily complemented by the myth of an endless capacity to consume. Undying, unconscious, the embodiment of pure Lacanian drive, infecting everything it touches, the zombie fittingly embodies our collective anxieties about losing ourselves in a frenzy of labor and consumption.
Dawn of the Dead , George Romero's 1978 sequel to his 1968 classic Night of the Living Dead , offers perhaps the most canonical cinematic expression of this idea. The film's most memorable scenes take place in a suburban shopping center: predictably, virtually all academic criticism of the film has noted that it must be read as a meditation on contemporary consumer culture.
5 A group of human survivors of the zombie onslaught has managed to occupy temporarily an abandoned mall and in one of the film's most memorable sequences, they live out their shopping fantasies in this bastion of American consumerism. Of course, zombies, being zombies, will return, as the humans themselves are well aware. As one character remarks to another, as they await the
